The proletariat is only beginning to form itself in Germany, as a result of the industrial movement. For what constitutes the proletariat is not naturally existing poverty, but poverty artificially produced, is not the mass of people mechanically oppressed by the weight of society, but the mass resulting from the disintegration of society.
Karl Marx
English poor relief dates from the sixteenth century. It was organized by the state and was funded through obligatory taxation. Benefits, typically in the form of money, were provided to those who could demonstrate sufficient financial need. Recipients of support lived, for the most part, not in workhouses but in their own homes. It is my contention that this method of delivering assistance to the poor was an anomaly; it had no equivalent in Europe until after c. 1840. In a pamphlet published more than 250 years ago, Thomas Alcock (1752, p. 21) highlighted the exceptional nature of the English case:
No nation, if we except the Jews, who had something of this kind in later times, ever allowed of a law to force charity. A strong argument this, that no such law ought to be allowed. For if the law had 1 been right, and requisite, and necessary, many states and nations would long ago, no doubt, have adopted it. May not it seem very extraordinary then, that England should be the only nation that should ever have come into such a law? Are there not poor in other countries, as well as in this?
The objective of this book is to address an old question: Why was England's system of poor relief unique, or why, in the words of Alcock, did the English alone have 'a law to force charity'?
There are, in general, two approaches to placing English poor relief in a comparative context. One of these approaches is to argue that, in the early modern era, England was basically similar to other nations in the treatment of its poor. This was most evident in the disapproval by governments of 'idleness'; the use of disciplining codes to control labourers; the regulation of begging; the struggle against the effects of plague, dearth and famine; and the construction of hospitals, orphanages and prisons (Geremek, 1994; Jütte, 1994; Mitchison, 1991) . All nations had to confront the problems associated with birth, abandonment, sickness, ageing and death. It is this apparent uniformity that has been underscored in the literature. For example, Marco van Leeuwen (1994, p. 591) came to the conclusion that many studies 'have demonstrated the manifold similarities in the functioning of poor relief in preindustrial Europe'. Peter Lindert (1998, pp. 102-3) has suggested that 'England stood out as the nation with the largest commitment to poor relief in the classic poor law era from 1795 to 1834, but did not stand out among European countries before 1795 or after 1834 '. Joanna Innes (1999a, pp. 233-4) has claimed, particularly with reference to the eighteenth century, that the 'range of efforts directed towards the poor in England did not differ greatly from that to be found elsewhere in Europe. What was different was the balance between the parts' (the parts being public, semi-public and private). Similarly, while commenting on Paul Slack's From Reformation to Improvement (1999 ), Steve Hindle (2002 wrote:
The precocity of English public welfare provision should not, however, lead us to believe that the English case was exceptional. Indeed, Slack's seven sparkling thematic essays on the discourses and practices associated with the commonwealth cumulatively reveal that the complex mixture of initiatives -central and local, public and private -that characterized English 'civil society' was entirely typical
